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That Sandra Mendelsohn Rubin's paintings appear to replicate 
scenes from everyday life with photographic fidelity «s a testament 
to the artists mastery of technique and to her heightened sensitiv¬ 
ity to "that daily drama of common motifs and common things."' 
Her accomplishments are all the more impressive when one con¬ 
siders that, despite the apparent photographic exactitude of her 
canvases. Rubin does not work from photographs "A photograph 
doesn't take in the detail that you see," she explains, “and you don't 
have the experience of being in the presence of and being able to 
make decisions about what you see With a photograph there's just 
so much information missing . I work from life There doesn't 
seem to be any substitute for that And all the decision-making 
aspects of putting together the picture come from being in the 
presence of it I just can t do anything with a photograph" 

Painting directly from life. Rubin—through her compositions as 
well as her treatment of light and color—communicates the es¬ 
sence of being on the site or in the space depicted Above and 
beyond the visual accuracy, it is the smell of the air and the sound 
of the atmosphere that I am really trying to capture." 7 

Rubin has outfitted a small truck as a traveling studio, which 
allows her to work on site After selecting her subject, the artist 
works out the composition in a drawing, which she subsequently 
transfers to canvas At this stage, proportion is key On occasion 
Rubm first creates a small-scale oil study of the subject, which 
serves as a model for the full-size work (e g , Santa Monica Bay 
from Malibu - Study, Santa Monica Bay from Malibu: Apartment at 
Dusk — Study. Apartment at Dusk). The proportions, however, 
remain constant from study to final painting At other times she 
paints directly at full scale Her process is a painstaking one, and it 
frequently takes Rubm several months to complete a canvas 
Although Rubin’s technique recreates specific details with exac¬ 
titude. she chooses her subjects not for their individuality but for 
their universality She has always lived and worked near Santa 
Monica. California, and as a runner, she has come to know the sur¬ 
rounding landscape intimately. In fact, running has influenced her 
work significantly. It is. she says, "one of the things that's really got¬ 
ten me into landscape. I do a lot of long-distance running and have 
really explored this area here on foot.” 

°aintings such as Santa Monica Canyon attest to a familiarity 
with the landscape that has been acquired through careful ob¬ 
servation over a period of time. Other outdoor scenes, such as Low 
Clouds and Back View from the Studio, depict the urban land¬ 
scape seen from the artist’s studio in Venice. California Rubin s in¬ 
terior scenes, such as The Letter and Studio Interior, similarly re¬ 
flect directly on people, objects, and events in the artist's life 
Despite these personal references, it is not necessary for the 
viewer to know the site depicted or to understand the relationships 
referred to in a particular canvas The emotional bond between 
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spectator and landscape, the sensations of loneliness, expec¬ 
tancy. or familiarity are common to us all 
Rubin's interest in skies and clouds, evident in Northern Califor¬ 
nia Landscape and Low Clouds, can be linked to that of John 
Constable, the early nineteenth-century British romantic painter, 
who investigated clouds and other atmospheric phenomena sci¬ 
entifically. creating a whole series of what he called “skying stud¬ 
ies." Rubm has in fact studied Constable s work and has read his 
letters and his notations about weather conditions. Like Claude 















Monel, Rubm has depicted the same scene under different light 
conditions, as in Santa Monica Bay from Malibu—Detail and 
Malibu In their moody stillness and dark tones, her night paintings, 
such as Apartment at Dusk, are reminiscent of Edward Hopper s 
urban scenes, though they lack the dreamlike desolation and 
anomie present in Hopper's work, instead conveying a more objec¬ 
tive sense of reality. 

Rubin's realism thus differs from what has generally been 
termed realism over the years. In mid-nineteenth-century Europe 
realism connoted an avant-garde fascination with contemporary 
life, infused with a concern for social and political issues In the 
United States during the 1920s and 1930s realism was associated 
with the regionalist painters of the American scene, often consid¬ 
ered stylistically conservative, whose canvases depicted the com¬ 
mon man and his surroundings, both urban and rural More 
recently. American realism has been associated with the use of the 
photographic image as a springboard for painting Because she 
works directly from the interiors and landscapes that surround her. 
Rubin s paintings become a synthesis of repeated contacts; the 
final image is a record of these cumulative experiences." 1 In this 
case familiarity has bred neither indifference nor contempt but has 
enhanced the artist s awareness of and responsiveness to the 
world around her 

Notes 

1 Unless otherwise noted quotations are from an interview with 
the artist conducted by the author on February 7. 1985 

2. From the artist's |Ournal. January 25, 1985 

3. From the artist’s journal. February 10. 1985. 
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